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Two main conclusions stand out from this sym- 
posium on plant lectins: (1) The molecular struc- 
ture and its genetic basis at the DNA level is known 
in detail of enough different plant lectins to be able 
to make precise generalizations. (2) Despite, or 
perhaps because of the gratuitous biological effects 
of lectins on human blood cells, there is nothing 
known with certainty about their function in the 
plant. The molecular studies contained in about a 
third of the eighteen main contributions agree that 
plant lectins are polypeptide chains associated into 
either dimers or tetramers. The subunits may be 
single polypeptides or contain two different 
chains. The polymer binds sugars specifically and 
many if not all bind bivalent metal ions. The bind- 
ing sites are known in several ectins. Evidence is 
also given of the evolution of the molecules from 
a gene duplication and genetic rearrangement. The 
gene for the soybean lectin is an interesting nuclear 
gene in that it does not contain introns placing it 
with some histones and interferon. Evidence for 
molecules which bind lectins to animal and plant 
cells is given in several papers but the specificity of 
the binding to particular lectins is disappointingly 
unclear. Relating the molecular structure with 
function is, of necessity, confined to the haemag- 
glutinating activity which is a property of the 
whole polymer and to the mitogenic activity which 
is shown, but to a lesser degree, by the subunits 
and even by dipeptides such as Ser-Trp. 
All the contributors are in agreement about the 
ignorance of the function of lectins in the plant but 
some nine suggested functions ranging from 
storage proteins, defence and cellular recognition 
are considered without anyone being universally 
supported and accepted. The difficulty of finding 
a function in plants is highlighted by the lectinless 
varieties of soya bean due to a recessive mutation 
which are phenotypically indistinguishable from 
those with lectin. The contributions are clearly and 
tersely written and comprehensible to the expert. 
The non-expert like the reviewer and the other 
biologists who are cajoled on the flyleaf would 
have found the reading easier with a definition and 
hierarchy of terms such as haemagglutinin, 
mitogen, lectin and glycoprotein. A quotation 
from one paper by Editor Goldstein, Nature 198, 
285 ‘What is a lectin’ would have helped. Unfor- 
tunately the reviewer saw this reference on page 
234 wrongly given as ‘Science’, but it was worth 
tracking down in order to appreciate more clearly 
these important and interesting molecules which 
have provided routine chromosome preparations 
in clinical medicine and a means to confirm the 
right chromosome number in man. 
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